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CHAPTER 1


A Surprise Reunion


Math can be dangerous. It can also be feathery, wet, and smelly. Trust me, I know.


At the moment, math was being delicious. My best friend, Lamar Wilson, and I were sitting at my kitchen table. We were supposed to be studying our spelling words, but instead we were eating brownies and making up math problems.


“If I want to divide a pan of brownies into twenty-four equal bars, how many different ways can I do that using only horizontal and vertical cuts?” asked Lamar.


Lamar and I both like math. A lot. In fact, we’re co-captains of our school’s Math All-Stars team. We won our first tournament of the year last Saturday answering problems just like the one Lamar had made up. I was predicting an undefeated season.
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I took another brownie from the pan that Lamar’s mother had baked, then visualized all the ways I could divide the pan of brownies into twenty-four equal pieces:




6 rows with 4 brownies in each row


4 rows with 6 brownies in each row


8 rows with 3 brownies in each row


3 rows with 8 brownies in each row


12 rows with 2 brownies in each row


2 rows with 12 brownies in each row





That was six different ways.


I was about to give Lamar my answer, but this seemed too easy. Knowing Lamar, he’d try to trick me.


I kept thinking. Then I pictured another possibility: 24 rows made up of just one brownie, or 1 row divided into 24 brownies. The brownies would look like long, skinny, overcooked French fries, but I’d have twenty-four and they would all be equal.
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“Eight different ways,” I told Lamar.


“Stupendous!” he said. Stupendous was one of our spelling words. “Now it’s your turn, Lexie. Go ahead, try to stump me.”


I licked a crumb of chocolate from my finger as I thought of a real challenge for Lamar.


“If it takes a person six bites to eat one brownie, and if you take three bites for every one bite that I take, then how many brownies will we . . .”


“Wait a minute!” said Lamar. “I do not eat three times as fast as you do!”


He definitely does. I’m good at noticing details like that.


I pointed at the pan that was already one-third empty. “We had better both slow down eating,” I told him. “Your mom made us promise we’d leave plenty of brownies for my dad.”


My dad eats brownies twice as fast as Lamar. That means six times faster than I do.


“Leaving brownies for your father is an honorable thought,” said Lamar, “so I will take only one more brownie for mental inspiration.” Honorable and inspiration were also spelling words.


As Lamar’s hand reached for the pan, a blinding flash of green light filled the kitchen. For seven seconds my ears rang with the sound of crackling and popping fireworks. When the crackling stopped, we were no longer in my kitchen. In fact, we were no longer in our apartment building or even on planet Earth.


Lamar and I were standing inside a gleaming spaceship looking down at a shaggy purple alien with six legs and ping-pong ball eyes perched on top of three-inch-long antennae.


Most people would have freaked out.


Not us.


“Fooz? Is that really you?” I said.


“Wow! I never thought we’d see you again!” added Lamar.


A month ago (thirty-four days, to be exact), Fooz had beamed us aboard her spaceship. We had some really strange adventures on a planet called Flacknar before we figured out how to get back home again.


“Yes, yes,” said Fooz in her squeaky, high-pitched voice. “It is a very good thing to see the two of you also.”


“What brings you back to our galaxy?” I asked. “Are you still searching for exotic animals?”


“Oh . . . no . . . no . . . I . . . uh . . . I just happened to be in your vicinity . . . and I thought I would visit my two favorite Earthlings.”


Fooz shifted back and forth on her feet seven times while talking. Her ping-pong ball eyes looked in every direction but at us, and both of her tails twitched nervously. She might have been super-smart, but she wasn’t very good at lying.


“C’mon, Fooz,” said Lamar. “What’s up?”


“You are correct,” she said, finally looking us in the eyes. “There is another reason why I am here. But it is a difficult thing for me to say.”


“What is it?”


Fooz took a deep breath.


“My home planet of Zan is in grave danger. The life of every Zanarian is in peril. I am hoping that the two of you will lend us your assistance.”


I had never seen Fooz look so serious.


“That’s awful!” I said.


“What’s the terrible danger?” asked Lamar.


Fooz took an even deeper breath.


“My planet has been invaded by . . . penguins.”


Lamar laughed. I almost did, too.


“Sorry, Fooz,” said Lamar, “but for a second I thought you said your planet was invaded by penguins.”


“Yes, yes, that is exactly what I said.”


“But penguins aren’t dangerous,” I replied.


“I am relieved that you feel that way,” said Fooz, “but the inhabitants of my planet feel differently. In fact, we are terrified of penguins. If a Zanarian even sees a penguin, the molecules in his body react so strongly that the Zanarian is turned to stone.” Fooz shuttered from her eyeballs to the tips of her tails.


“I remembered how skillfully you dealt with the creatures on Planet Flacknar. We now need your cleverness on my planet. I was hoping you’d be willing to help us deal with these frightening creatures.” She looked at us with pleading eyes.


It felt good that Fooz thought the two of us were so smart. And if she had traveled all this way for our help, how could we say no?


I glanced at Lamar. He was already wearing the excited look he gets before a math tournament. We exchanged quick nods.


“Bring on the penguins!” he said.


“Thank you, thank you!” exclaimed Fooz, clapping her front two hands/feet together. “You cannot understand how important this is to us. Our entire planet will be grateful!” She hurried over to the control panel of her ship. “There is no time to lose. The penguins’ spaceship landed outside of my planet’s capital city of Naznar this morning. With each passing minute we worry that the penguins will disembark and the life of every Zanarian will be threatened.”


“Have you tried talking with them yet?” asked Lamar. “Maybe if you just asked them to leave, they’d go away.”


“That is exactly where the two of you come in,” said Fooz. “But I will let the leader of the Zanarian Security Council explain all of that to you. She will be as relieved as I am to hear of your help.”


Fooz stood up on her back legs and pressed a green rectangular button on her spaceship’s control panel. A large monitor appeared in front of us.


“The leader of our security council is Zellen-Eez-Wanna-Walla-Locken-Dorn-Dar, but as I recall, you Earthlings have trouble with such long names. Let me reduce that by 87.5 percent. You may simply call her Zell.”


Fooz adjusted a knob, and an image appeared on the screen. It showed a square-shaped room with a large round table. Behind the table hung a blue-and-gold square flag with three concentric circles. In the small center circle was a large gold Z. The room was empty.


“This is very unusual,” muttered Fooz. “Zellen-Eez-Wanna-Walla-Locken-Dorn-Dar was at the Zanarian Security Chamber just minutes ago. She assured me that she would wait there until I contacted you.”


Suddenly a tiny black-and-white head peeked over the edge of the table. It had shiny black eyes and a short pointed beak.


“It’s a baby!” I exclaimed. “A little baby penguin!”


“Is this one of your dangerous invaders?” asked Lamar. “That little fellow doesn’t look scary at all!”


I agreed. This creature looked like something you’d want to pick up and cuddle, like a six-week-old kitten.
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But Fooz didn’t answer. When we looked down, we discovered why.


Her mouth was wide open and she was staring at the screen. But she wasn’t screaming. She stood completely motionless. That’s because her entire body had turned to solid gray stone.
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CHAPTER ½ + ½ + ½ + ½


Outer Space Emergency


“Fooz!”


I knelt down and placed my hands on her shaggy body. It was as cold and hard as our front steps on the thirty-seventh day of winter.


“What did you do to her?” I yelled at the screen, but the baby penguin had disappeared and the monitor was blank.


“Fooz, can you hear us?”


Lamar waved his hands in front of her eyes. He snapped his fingers, then clapped his hands like our math teacher does when she wants to get our attention.


No response.


I gently shook Fooz back and forth, hoping she would snap out of the trance or spell or whatever had been triggered by seeing the penguin, but she remained stiff and cold.


“How could this happen?” I asked. Lamar didn’t say anything, but he looked as worried as I felt.


“Do you think Fooz has a first-aid kit on her ship? If she does—” but the rest of my sentence was cut off by a loud buzzing alarm and a bright red light that flashed overhead.


Our troubles were about to double.


“Warning,” announced a harsh mechanical voice. “Ice storm approaching. Adjust course now or prepare for impact in 8.3 minutes.”


Lamar and I looked out the window. Far in the distance we saw a white smudge in the deep black of outer space. It was only the size of a golf ball, but it was getting bigger.


I was about to ask Fooz how badly an ice storm could damage her ship, but then I realized she couldn’t answer. Worse, she couldn’t adjust our course to avoid a collision.


“We’ll have to deal with Fooz later,” said Lamar. “Right now we need to get out of the path of that ice storm or all three of us will be in trouble. Lexie, you check the control panel and see if you can find a way to steer this spaceship. I’m going to use Fooz’s monitor to find someone to help us.”


Lamar is good at taking charge and making a plan of action. That’s what makes him such a valuable co-captain of our school’s math team. I’m good at noticing details that others overlook, and that’s what makes me such a valuable co-captain. If we ever needed both of our skills, it was now.


I turned my attention to the spaceship’s control panel. It was five feet long and two feet wide. It was covered with brightly lit buttons, knobs, and screens in every shape imaginable: trapezoids, rhombuses, pentagons, nonagons . . . even a few shapes that I couldn’t identify. The first thing I did was look for a joystick or steering wheel, but there wasn’t one.
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“Warning,” announced the mechanical voice. “Ice storm approaching. Adjust course immediately, or prepare for impact in 6.2 minutes.”


I shot a quick glance out the window. The white smudge was now the size of a soccer ball. I could make out individual ice chunks spinning through space. They were sharp and pointed, like obtuse triangles, and they looked as deadly as shards of broken glass.


Lamar was rapidly adjusting knobs on the monitor. He had succeeded in bringing the Zanarian Security Chamber back on the screen, but the baby penguin was gone and no one was answering his calls for help.


I turned my attention back to the control panel. Most of the buttons weren’t labeled, and randomly hitting knobs didn’t seem like a smart idea. Then, in the lower right corner, I spotted a metal plate the size of a playing card. It read:


In case of an emergency, follow these instructions in order:


1. If Dial A is < Dial D, change Dial C to 3 more than Dial B.


2. If Dial B is > Dial A, change Dial D to 1 less than Dial A.


3. If the difference between Dial A and Dial B is an even number, then change Dial A to 4 less than Dial B. If the difference is an odd number, change Dial B to 4 more than Dial A.


4. Pull the green lever.


Below the panel were four small dials labeled A, B, C, and D. They were currently set at 7, 16, 14, and 28.
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The bright red light began flashing faster. “Warning!” announced the mechanical voice. “Evacuate the ship, or prepare for collision with ice storm in 1.5 minutes.”
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